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Abstract: Iron toxicity is associated with organ injury and has been reported in various clinical
conditions, such as hemochromatosis, thalassemia major, and myelodysplastic syndromes. Therefore,
iron chelation therapy represents a pivotal therapy for these patients during their lifetime. The aim
of the present study was to assess the iron chelating properties of α-lipoic acid (ALA) and how
such an effect impacts on iron overload mediated toxicity. Human mesenchymal stem cells (HS-5)
and animals (zebrafish, n = 10 for each group) were treated for 24 h with ferric ammonium citrate
(FAC, 120 µg/mL) in the presence or absence of ALA (20 µg/mL). Oxidative stress was evaluated
by reduced glutathione content, reactive oxygen species formation, mitochondrial dysfunction,
and gene expression of heme oxygenase-1b and mitochondrial superoxide dismutase; organ injury,
iron accumulation, and autophagy were measured by microscopical, cytofluorimetric analyses,
and inductively coupled plasma-optical mission Spectrometer (ICP-OES). Our results showed that
FAC results in a significant increase of tissue iron accumulation, oxidative stress, and autophagy and
such detrimental effects were reversed by ALA treatment. In conclusion, ALA possesses excellent
iron chelating properties that may be exploited in a clinical setting for organ preservation, as well as
exhibiting a good safety profile and low cost for the national health system.
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1. Introduction

Iron plays a pivotal role in various metabolic pathways encompassing a full range of cellular
processes, such as energy metabolism and DNA synthesis, and serves as a cofactor for many enzymes,
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either nonheme iron-containing proteins or hemoproteins. In humans, total iron content is maintained
within a range of 200–1500 mg by regulating intestinal iron absorption and metabolic recycling since
no excretory mechanisms exist [1,2]. On the other hand, iron may also exhibit toxic properties when
present in its free form [3]. In fact, because of its ability to participate in redox reactions, iron is a
powerful catalyst for the formation of hydroxyl radicals from reduced forms of O2 [4]. Therefore,
in order to avoid such toxic effects, iron is usually complexed with proteins as it occurs in serum,
where it is mainly associated with transferrin and stored in the intracellular compartment where it is
vehiculated by chaperones or stored by ferritin [5].

Different clinical conditions are associated with iron overload, and they are classified as primary
or secondary forms depending on whether the overload results from a primary defect in the regulation
of iron balance or it is secondary to other genetic or acquired disorders [6]. Inherited primary iron
overload syndromes include hemochromatosis, caused by mutations of different genes, such as
homeostatic iron regulator, hemojuvelin, hepcidin, transferrin receptor type II, and ferroportin
genes [7,8]. Secondary iron overload syndromes are due to various hematological disorders,
chronic liver diseases, and porphyria cutanea tarda [9]. Iron overload represents a serious clinical
condition since it may lead to the dysfunction of several organs, including the liver, heart, joints,
skin, and endocrine glands, resulting in cirrhosis, cardiomyopathy, arthropathy, diabetes mellitus,
hypopituitarism, hypothyroidism, and hypogonadism [10]. In particular, iron overload toxicity
is mediated by cellular damage triggered by ferroptosis through reactive oxygen species (ROS)
production through the Fenton reaction [11]. In this regard, previous reports showed that redox-active
iron (i.e., non-transferrin-bound iron) is the main source of radicals and organic reactive species
that are strongly related to oxidative damage and carcinogenesis [12]. Furthermore, several studies
have also reported that iron overload can induce cell autophagy, the process by which eukaryotic
cells are degraded and damaged macromolecules and organelles are salvaged [13,14]. Autophagy
may represent a stress adaptation that suppresses apoptosis, whereas in other cellular situations,
it constitutes an alternative cell-death pathway [13,14].

Several pharmacological strategies are currently available to manage iron overload even though
some important issues need to be raised, such as high therapy costs, toxicity, and patient’s quality of
life. In this regard, the use of commercially available antioxidants possessing iron chelation properties
may represent good candidates addressing all the raised issues presented above. Furthermore, such an
approach has the advantage of affecting the two main pathophysiological moments leading to iron
toxicity (i.e., iron accumulation and ROS formation).

Alpha-lipoic acid (ALA), also known as thioctic acid and 1,2-dithiolane-3-pentanoic acid, is a
naturally occurring substance existing in almost all types of prokaryotic and eukaryotic cells [15]. ALA
exhibits both hydrophilic and hydrophobic properties, being widely distributed in plants and animals
in cellular membranes and cytosol. ALA possess many biochemical functions, being able to act as an
antioxidant and metal chelator, and to reduce the oxidized forms of other antioxidant agents, such
as vitamin C, vitamin E, and glutathione (GSH) [15]. ALA has been also used for various chronic
diseases, such as diabetes mellitus (DM) and its complications, hypertension, Alzheimer’s disease,
Down syndrome, cognitive dysfunction, and some types of cancers [15,16].

The aim of the present study was to investigate the biochemical mechanisms underlying the
protective effects of ALA in in vitro and in vivo models of iron overload.

2. Results

2.1. α-Lipoic Acid Chelating and Antioxidant Properties In Vitro

Our results showed that FAC treatment (Figure 1B) results in a significant increase in intracellular
iron content as measured following Perls staining when compared to untreated cells (Figure 1A).
Furthermore, ALA treatment reduced iron storage when co-administrated with FAC (Figure 1D)
compared to FAC alone (Figure 1B). These results were further confirmed by Inductively Coupled
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Plasma-Optical Emission Spectrometer (ICP-OES) assay (Figure 1E). Consistent with these results,
we also showed that iron overload resulted in a significant increase in ROS formation (Figure 1F)
when compared to untreated cells and such an increase was cancelled by concomitant treatment
with ALA. Our results also showed that FAC treatment resulted in a significant mitochondrial
impairment as measured by a significant reduction of Tu translation elongation factor, mitochondrial
(TUFM) expression (Figure 2A–D). These results were further confirmed by cytofluorimetric analysis
demonstrating a significant loss of mitochondrial membrane potential (Figure 2E). Moreover,
concomitant administration of ALA cancelled the detrimental effects of FAC when compared to
FAC alone (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Perl’s staining in untreated HS-5 cell line (A) and following treatment with FAC (120 µg/mL)
alone (for 24 h) (B) and with ALA (20 µg/mL) alone (C) or in combination with FAC (D); intracellular
iron concentration assessment (E); reactive oxygen species reduction following co-treatment of FAC
plus ALA (*** p < 0.0001) at 2 h in HS-5 cell line vs. FAC alone (F). Results are expressed as median
fluorescence intensity (** p < 0.001 vs. untreated control and *** p < 0.0001 vs. FAC alone). All values
are presented as mean ± SE of four experiments in duplicate.

Increased oxidative stress following FAC treatment led to a significant increase in heme
oxygenase 1 (HO-1) protein expression when compared to untreated cells and such an increase
was prevented by concomitant treatment with ALA (Figure 3A). These results were further confirmed
by immunocytochemical analysis (Figure 3B–E). In addition, our results showed a significant increase
in intracellular glutathione (GSH) content following FAC treatment when compared to untreated cells
(Figure 3F). Interestingly, co-treatment with ALA and FAC resulted in a further significant increase of
GSH content when compared to FAC alone or untreated cells.
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Figure 2. Immunofluorescences of TUFM localization in untreated HS-5 cell cultures (A) following FAC
(120 µg/mL for 24 h) treatment alone (B) and with ALA (20 µg/mL) alone or in combination with FAC
(C,D) and mitochondrial membrane depolarization evaluation (E). TUFM detection was performed
by incubation with anti-goat monoclonal antibody followed by secondary antibody conjugated to
Rhodamine (red). Counterstaining of cells was performed by using the nuclear dye, DAPI (blue);
(Scale bars 10 µm). Mitochondrial membrane depolarization evaluation after FAC treatment alone
and in combination with ALA performed by FACS analysis (*** p < 0.0001 vs. FAC alone treatment).
All values are presented as mean ± SE of four experiments in duplicate.
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Figure 3. HO-1 protein levels in HS-5 cell cultures treated with FAC (120 µg/mL for 24 h) alone or in
combination with ALA (20 µg/mL) were visualized by immunoblotting with specific antibodies (A).
ß-actin shows an equal amount of protein loading in all lanes. Immunofluorescence showed HO-1
localization in untreated HS-5 cells (B) following treatment with FAC (for 24 h) alone (D) and with ALA
alone or in combination with FAC (C,E). All values are presented as mean ± SE of four experiments in
duplicate; (*** p < 0.0001) (Scale bars 10 µm).

2.2. In Vitro Effect of α-Lipoic Acid on Iron Overload-mediated Autophagy

Consistent with previous reports, our results showed that iron overload following FAC treatment
results in a significant increase of autophagy as measured by the AVO test when compared to untreated
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cells (Figure 4A,B). Similar to oxidative stress results, co-treatment with FAC and ALA resulted
in a significant reduction of autophagy when compared to FAC alone (Figure 4A,B). These results
were further confirmed by immunocytochemical analysis showing that FAC treatment resulted in a
significant increase of Microtubule-associated protein 1A/1B-light chain 3 (LC3-II) when compared to
controls (Figure 4A–D) and such an effect was prevented when FAC and ALA were co-administered.
Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2019, 20, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 14 
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Figure 4. FACS analysis of autophagy induction in HS-5 cell cultures following FAC treatment
(120 µg/mL) alone and in combination with ALA (20 µg/mL) (A,B). Results are presented as
the percentage of positive cells to Acridine-orange staining (*** p < 0.0001 vs. untreated control;
### p < 0.0001 vs. FAC alone treatment). The immunofluorescence image showed LC3-II localization in
untreated HS-5 cells (C.a) following FAC treatment (C.b) and ALA alone (C.c) or in combination with
FAC (C.d). All values are presented as mean ± SE of four experiments in duplicate.

2.3. In Vivo Effect of α-Lipoic Acid, Oxidative Stress, and Organ Injury

Consistent with the in vitro results, we also showed that FAC treatment in a zebrafish model
resulted in a significant increase in liver and intestine iron storage (Figure 5A,B) when compared to
controls (Figure 5). In addition, our data showed that concomitant treatment with ALA prevented
an increase in iron content in all examined tissues (Figure 5). Surprisingly, under our experimental
conditions, no significant increase of iron storage was observed following FAC treatment (Figure 5).
Iron storage reduction following ALA treatment was even more evident compared to DFO treatment
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(Figure 5A,B). Quantitative determination of iron (ICP-OES assay) showed that ALA reduced the iron
storage in animals treated with ALA + FAC (Figure 5C).
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Figure 5. ALA protected against histopathological alterations and iron stores induced by iron overload in
zebrafish intestine (A) and liver (B). Hematoxylin-Eosin staining showed histological damage induced by
FAC (120 µg/mL for 48 h) treatment alone or in combination with ALA (20 µg/mL) or DFO (131 µg/mL).
Perls staining was performed to detect iron stores following FAC treatment and in combination with ALA
or DFO. Arrows indicate iron stores both in intestinal epithelium cells and hepatic cells. (Magnification
40×; scale bars indicate 50 µm). Iron level determination by ICP-OES (C). Results are expressed as the
means ± SD of at least three independent experiments; ** p < 0.001, *** p < 0.0001.
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These results were further confirmed by ferroportin 1 (FPN1) expression showing that iron
overload following FAC treatment resulted in a significant upregulation of gene expression in the
liver and intestine (Figure 6C,F) when compared to controls. ALA treatment resulted in a significant
decrease of FPN1 gene expression when compared to treatment with FAC alone. In addition, no
significant changes were observed in FPN1 expression compared to both concentrations of DFO in the
liver (Figure 6F) whereas in the intestine, ALA resulted in a significant decrease of gene expression
when compared to both DFO concentrations (Figure 6A–C). Concomitantly to the above-presented
results, we also showed that FAC treatment resulted in a significant increase of oxidative stress as
measured by heme oxygenase 1b (HMOX1b, Danio rerio) and mitochondrial superoxide dismutase
(mtSOD) gene upregulation in the intestine and liver (Figure 6A,D). Our results again showed that
ALA treatment resulted in a significant reduction of oxidative stress when compared to treatment with
FAC alone. Finally, our results showed that oxidative stress reduction following ALA treatment was
not significantly different when compared to DFO in the heart and liver, whereas it was significantly
reduced in the intestine (Figure 6). As a result of increased iron deposition and oxidative stress
following FAC treatment, morphological analysis of the intestine demonstrated the presence of clear
features of organ injury (Figure 5). ALA treatment prevented organ injury in the intestine when
compared to FAC treatment and histopathological recovery was significantly improved compared to
DFO (Figure 5). No significant morphological abnormalities were observed in the liver following all
pharmacological treatments (Figure 5).
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Figure 6. Effect of ALA on oxidative stress parameters of zebrafish liver and intestine. Gene expression
analysis was performed following FAC treatment (120 µg/mL) alone and in combination with ALA
(20 µg/mL) and DFO (131 µg/mL) for 48 h in zebrafish liver and intestine. HMOX1b, mtSOD (oxidative
stress markers), and FPN1 levels were measured in the liver (A–C) and intestine (D–F) (HMOX1b:
§§ p < 0.001; mtSOD: ## p < 0.001; FPN1: *** p < 0.0001 vs. FAC treatment). Calculated value of 2∆∆Ct in
untreated controls was 1. Data are expressed as mean ± SD of at least three independent experiments.

3. Discussion

Iron overload may occur under various pathological conditions, including genetic forms,
such as hereditary haemochromatosis, while others are acquired, such those related to repeated
transfusions [17–19]. There are three chelating agents currently approved by the US Food and
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Drug Administration (FDA): Deferoxamine, deferiprone, and deferasirox. Iron chelators can reduce
complications, such as cardiomyopathy, the major cause of death from iron overload. Furthermore,
iron chelation therapy can attenuate the progression of liver fibrosis and glucose intolerance in
transfusion dependent patients [20,21]. However, in more than 10% of patients, the use of such
agents is associated with adverse effects, such as retinal and auditory neurotoxicity, neutropenia
and agranulocytosis, diarrhea, headache, nausea, abdominal pain, increased serum creatinine,
and increased liver enzymes, rash, fatigue, and arthralgia [22]. Therefore, the aim of the present
study was to test the effect of ALA in in vitro and in vivo models of iron overload with particular
regard to its antioxidant and iron chelating properties.

Previous studies suggested that the accumulation of mitochondrial iron contributes to the
decay of mitochondria and decreases life-sustaining functions, such as adenosine triphosphate (ATP)
production, intracellular Ca2+ buffering, regulation of cellular redox balance, and apoptosis [23,24].
Our in vitro results are consistent with these observations showing that FAC leads to intracellular
iron accumulation, thus resulting in a significant impairment of mitochondrial membrane potential
and organelle integrity, leading to ROS formation. Furthermore, our results showed that following
administration of ALA, the levels of ROS gradually decreased toward basal conditions in mesenchymal
stem cells, reducing intracellular iron content and restoring mitochondrial membrane potential and
integrity. ALA is a dithiol compound normally bound to lysine residues of mitochondrial α-keto acid
dehydrogenases; cytosolic and mitochondrial dehydrogenases rapidly reduce LA to dihydrolipoic acid
(DHLA) [15]. Previous reports showed that ALA binds iron or any bivalent metal; hence, its property
of iron chelation reduces the amount of free iron in the body, thereby alleviating oxidative stress,
both enzymatically and by a free radical direct scavenging effect [15,25,26]. Interestingly, ALA is able
to act inside the lysosomes, the conjugated action of cysteine and acid pH favors the rapid reduction
of ALA in DHLA, possibly with the help of the lysosomal constituent, such as the lysosomal thiol
reductase. Through its two vicinal thiolic groups, DHLA forms a Table 2:4 complex with Fe III (Fe2

[DHLA]4), and a less stable one with Fe II [27–33]. Several groups have reported that lysosomal
degradation of ferritin is crucial for the utilization of ferritin iron stores in a number of different
settings and plays a central role in iron extraction from ferritin. In this process, it was shown that
DHLA removes iron from ferritin in vitro [29]. Our results were further confirmed by HO-1 expression
and intracellular GSH content. The GSH system is the most important cellular defense mechanism as a
ROS scavenger regulating the intracellular redox state [34] and its synthesis is promptly activated by
various oxidative triggers. In this regard, Macias-Barragan J et al. [35] showed that cell exposure to
Cd2+ resulted in a significant increase of GSH content as a result of the transcription activation of the
enzymatic machinery for its biosynthesis. Furthermore, the authors showed that ALA also resulted
in a significant increase of GSH content through the activation of the same pathway. Consistently
with these observations, our results showed that iron overload following FAC treatment resulted in a
significant increase in GSH content and that the concomitant treatment with ALA further increased
such content when compared to FAC alone. Studies show ALA and DHLA may enhance cellular
antioxidant defenses by a number of different mechanisms, including a direct antioxidant effect,
and indirectly by augmenting the cellular GSH pool by increasing the expression of γ-glutamylcysteine
ligase, the rate-controlling enzyme for GSH synthesis, Nrf2 activation [36]. In this regard, our resulted
showed that HO-1, an NrF2 regulated protein involved in redox balance, is also upregulated following
FAC treatment. Interestingly, co-treatment with FAC and ALA significantly reduced HO-1 expression
when compared to FAC alone. These results may be dependent, at least in part, on the ability of
ALA to increase intracellular GSH content, thus preventing NrF2 activation. Besides mitochondria,
lysosomes are a major source of redox-active iron. Indeed, lysosomes are responsible for the autophagic
degradation of iron-rich organelles, such as mitochondria and other metalloproteins. In this regard,
our results also showed a significant increase in autophagy as measured by the increased number of
autophagic granules following cytofluorimetric analysis and LC3 expression. Similar to our oxidative
stress results, ALA treatment resulted in a significant decrease of autophagy. Finally, our in vitro



Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2019, 20, 609 9 of 13

results were further confirmed in an in vivo model of iron overload. These results were consistent with
the in vitro results, showing that ALA results in a significant reduction of iron storage in the liver and
intestine and in the expression of FPN1. It is noteworthy that ALA resulted in a significant reduction
of FPN1 expression when compared to a clinically relevant concentration of DFO. Furthermore, ALA,
because of its direct and indirect antioxidant properties, resulted in a significant reduction of HMOX1b
and mtSOD expression in the heart and intestine when compared to DFO.

4. Materials and Methods

4.1. Cell Culture and Materials

Human mesenchymal stromal cell line, HS-5 (ATCC® CRL-11882™), was maintained in
Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle Medium-high glucose (Gibco, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA,
USA), supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) (Gibco, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham,
MA USA), 10,000 U/mL penicillin, and 10 mg/mL streptomycin. Cells were grown to confluence and
used from passages 4 through 7. Iron overload was obtained by ferric ammonium citrate (FAC, Alfa
Aesar- TERMOFISHER) (120 µg/mL for 24 h). In a separate set of experiments, cells were pretreated
(2 h) with 20 µg/mL of ALA to evaluate its antioxidant and chelating properties.

4.2. PerlsSstaining

Perls staining (Bio-Optica, Milan, Italy) was performed according to the manufacturer’s
instructions. Briefly, tissue sections were passaged in distilled water and stained with Perls staining
(Bio Optica, Milan, Italy) for 20 min. Sections were then rinsed in distilled water, dehydrated in
ascending alcohols, cleared in xylene, and finally mounted for microscopic analysis.

4.3. Intracellular ROS Measurement

To determine the intracellular ROS generation (mainly superoxide), cells were stained with
5 mM dihydroethidium (DHE, Sigma-Aldrich, Milan, Italy) in PBS for 30 min at 37 ◦C. Fluorescence
(excitation at 488 nm, emission at 620 nm) was determined by fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS,
FC500, Beckman Coulter, Milan, Italy) [32]. N-acetyl cysteine 5 µM (NAC; Sigma-Aldrich) was used as
a positive control of the ROS scavenger (data not shown).

4.4. Intracellular GSH Measurement

Intracellular content of reduced glutathione (GSH) was measured using a spectrophotometric
assay based on the reaction of thiol groups with 2,2-dithio-bis-nitrobenzoic acid (DTNB) at λ = 412 nm
(εM = 13,600 M−1·cm−1, where εM is a wavelength-dependent molar absorptivity coefficient).
Measurements were performed in triplicate.

4.5. Immunofluorescence

Cells were grown directly on coverslips before immunofluorescence. After washing with
phosphate-buffered saline (PBS), cells were fixed in 4% paraformaldehyde (Sigma-Aldrich, Milan,
Italy) for 20 min at room temperature. After fixation, cells were washed three times in PBS for 5 min
and blocked in Odyssey Blocking Buffer for 1 h at room temperature. Subsequently, the cells were
incubated with primary antibody against HO-1 (anti-rabbit, Cat. No. BML-HC3001-0025, Enzo Life
Sciences, Milan, Italy) at a dilution of 1:200 and LC3IIb (anti-rabbit, Cat. No. 398822, Santa Cruz
Biotechnology, Milan, Italy) and TUFM (anti-goat, Cat. No 12990, Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Milan
Italy) at a dilution of 1:200, overnight at 4 ◦C. Next day, cells were washed three times in PBS for 5 min
and incubated with secondary antibodies: FITC (anti-rabbit, Cat. No. F0382, Sigma Aldrich, St. Louis,
MI, USA) at a dilution of 1:200, and FITC (anti-rabbit, Cat. No. sc-2012, Santa Cruz Biotechnology,
Santa Cruz, CA, USA) at a dilution of 1:200 and PE-cojugated (anti-goat, Cat. No. 3755) for 1 h at room
temperature. All antibodies were diluted in Odyssey Blocking Buffer. The slides were mounted with
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medium containing DAPI (4′, 6-diamidino-2-phenylindole, Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Santa Cruz,
CA, USA) to visualize nuclei. The fluorescent images were obtained using a Zeiss Axio Imager Z1
Microscope with Apotome 2 system (Zeiss, Milan, Italy).

4.6. Cytofluorimetric Analysis of Autophagy

Autophagic cells and formation of acidic vesicular organelles were quantified by FACS following
acridine orange staining. Briefly, 20 µg/mL solution of acridine orange in appropriate buffer
were added to100 µL of cell suspension and incubated at room temperature for 20 min. Finally,
the appropriate isotopic control was also included and labeled cells were acquired using a Beckman
Coulter FC-500 flow cytometer [33,34].

4.7. Mitochondrial Membrane Potential

Cells were seeded at 1 × 105 cells/mL per plate in a 6-well plate and incubated for 24 h. Cellular
mitochondrial membrane potential was assayed using the Muse MitoPotential Kit according to the
user’s guide. A total of 1× 105 cells were collected by centrifugation (3000 rpm, 5 min) and washed with
PBS. The supernatant was then removed and the cell pellets were stained with the Muse MitoPotential
Kit (Merck Millipore, Guyancourt, France) for 25 min at 37 ◦C. The data was analyzed using the Muse™
Cell Analyzer Assay.

4.8. Western Blot Analysis

Briefly, for western blot analysis, 50 µg of protein was loaded onto a 12% polyacrylamide gel
Bolt TM 8% Bis- Tris Plus Invitrogen (Thermo Fisher Scientific, CA, USA) followed by electrotransfer to
nitrocellulose membrane iBlot® Gel Transfer Stacks Nitrocellulose Regular (Thermo Fisher Scientific,
Kiryat Shmona, Israel) using iBLOT Invitrogen transfer (Life Technologies, Israel). Subsequently, the
membrane was blocked in Odyssey Blocking Buffer (Licor, Milan, Italy) for 1 h at room temperature.
After blocking, the membrane was washed three times in PBS for 5 min and incubated with primary
antibodies against HO-1 (1:1000) (anti-rabbit, Cat. No. BML-HC3001-0025, Enzo Life Sciences, Milan,
Italy) and β-actin (1:1000) (anti-mouse, Cat. No. 69879, Santa Cruz Biotechnology, CA, USA) overnight
at 4 ◦C. The following day, membranes were washed three times in PBS for 5 min and incubated with
Infrared anti-mouse IRDye800CW (1:5000) and anti-rabbit IRDye700CW secondary antibodies (1:5000)
in PBS/0.5% Tween-20 for 1 h at room temperature. All antibodies were diluted in Odyssey Blocking
Buffer. The blots were visualized using an Odyssey Infrared Imaging Scanner (Licor, Milan, Italy) and
protein levels were quantified by densitometric analysis of antibody responses. Data were normalized
to the total protein levels of β-actin.

4.9. Animals

Adult wildtype AB zebrafish (n = 10, for each group) were used for this study. Fishes were tested
to be free from Pseudoloma neurophilia, Pseudocapillaria tomentosa, Mycobacterium spp., and Edwardsiella
ictalurias determined by twice-yearly sentinel monitoring. Fishes were housed at a density of 5 fishes
per tank in mixed-sex groups in 2.5 L tanks on a recirculating system in 28 ◦C water in a room with
a 14:10 h light:dark cycle. System water was carbon-filtered municipal tap water, filtered through a
20 µm pleated particulate filter, and exposed to 40 W UV light [35]. Standard feeding protocol was
three meals daily of Tetra-Min (Tetra) in the CAPIR (University of Catania) facility. All zebrafish
experiments were performed with the approval of the Animal Studies Committee of Ministero della
Salute Italy (Approval code: 813/2017-PR, 23 October 2017).

Each experimental group (n = 10) was randomly assigned to a different treatment condition. FAC
120 µg/mL, ALA 20 µg/mL, and DFO (deferoxamine) 131 µg/mL (a commercial chelating drug used
as a positive control), the chemical agents tested were introduced into a static 2 L tank filled with
system water obtained from the main recirculating system. A behavioral control group of untreated
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fish housed under the same conditions as the experimental groups was tested in parallel. Experimental
fish were monitored up to 48 h.

4.10. RNA Extraction and qPCR

RNA was extracted from dissected liver, intestine, gills, and heart by using TRIzol (Invitrogen).
RNA was measured, and 1 µg of RNA with a 260/280 ratio>1.8 was used for reverse transcription
by using a high-capacity cDNA kit (Applied Biosystem). PerfeCTa® SYBR® Green Supermix for iQ™
(Quanta Biosciences, Gaithersburg, MD) was used for real-time RT-PCR experiments in a FAST-HT 7900
Real Time PCR System (Applied Biosystem) under the following conditions: 95 ◦C for 3 min, 95 ◦C for
15 s/60 ◦C for 30 s (40 cycles). To ensure that only a single product was amplified, all real-time RT-PCR
experiments were followed with a melt-curve analysis. For all experiments, GAPDH RNA was used
as a ‘housekeeping’ gene for normalization. GAPDH RNA levels were not affected by any pro-oxidant
treatments. The following sense and antisense primers (5′→3′) were used: Zebrafish HMOX1b sense:
5′-GCAGTGATCTGTCTGAACAG-3′, antisense 5′-GCTTGTACTGTGTTTGTGTG-3′; zebrafish mtSOD
sense: 5′-ATGGCTTTAACATATCCGG-3′, antisense: 5′-TTCAGGGCTCAGGCTGG-3′; zebrafish FPN1:
5′-GGCCAGCACAGCTATGTC-3′ antisense: 5′-GCCAGAATGTTGGTCAAC-3′.

4.11. Morphological Analysis

Zebrafish intestinal mucosa tissues were collected and fixed in 10% buffered-formaldehyde; after
an overnight wash, specimens were dehydrated in graded ethanol and paraffin-embedded, preserving
their anatomical orientation. Three to four micrometer thick sections were obtained according to
routine procedures, mounted on sialane-coated slides and air-dried. Slides were dewaxed in xylene,
hydrated using graded ethanol, and stained for histological studies (Hematoxylin and Eosin and
Perls staining).

4.12. Iron Level Determination

The samples (cellular pellet or homogenate) were digested overnight with 200 µL of Nitric Acid
65%, Suprapur® for trace analysis (Carlo Erba). After digestion, ultra-pure water (Merck) was added
to the samples up to a volume of 2 mL and iron (Fe) was quantified with an Inductively Coupled
Plasma-Optical Emission Spectrometer (ICP-OES Optima 8000, Perkin Elmer, USA). Standards for the
instrument calibration were prepared on the basis of mono-element certified reference solution ICP
Standard (Merck) in the same acid matrix of the samples as well as the calibration blank. The method
detection limits (MDL) estimated with 10 blanks was 5.4 µg/L, calculated according to the following
equation: MDL= One-tailed student’s t-test (p = 0.99%; df = n − 1) × Sr. A laboratory-fortified matrix
(LFM) was determined as quality control and a recovery rate of 111% was obtained.

4.13. Statistical Analysis

Results are expressed as the means ± standard deviation (SD) of at least three independent
experiments. Statistical analysis was carried out by one-way analysis of variance using the GraphPad
Prism 4.0 software (GraphPad Software, San Diego, CA, USA). Differences were considered significant
at p < 0.05.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, ALA may represent a valuable tool to be used in iron overload conditions because of
its pleiotropic mechanisms of action, impacting on various, important pathophysiological mechanisms
involved in cellular dysfunction and organ injury.
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Abbreviations

ALA α-lipoic acid
FAC ferric ammonium citrate
ROS Reactive Oxygen Species
GSH Glutathione
HO-1 Heme Oxygenase-1
DFO Deferoxamine
TUFM
ICP-OES
LC3-II

Tu Translation Elongation Factor, Mitochondrial
Inductively Coupled Plasma-Optical Emission Spectrometer
Microtubule-associated protein 1A/1B-light chain 3

References

1. Anderson, G.J.; Frazer, D.M. Current understanding of iron homeostasis. Am. J. Clin. Nutr. 2017, 106
(Suppl. 6), 1559S–1566S. [CrossRef]

2. Muckenthaler, M.U.; Rivella, S.; Hentze, M.W.; Galy, B. A Red Carpet for Iron Metabolism. Cell 2017, 168,
344–361. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

3. Eid, R.; Arab, N.T.; Greenwood, M.T. Iron mediated toxicity and programmed cell death: A review and a
re-examination of existing paradigms. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 2017, 1864, 399–430. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

4. Valko, M.; Jomova, K.; Rhodes, C.J.; Kuca, K.; Musilek, K. Redox- and non-redox-metal-induced formation
of free radicals and their role in human disease. Arch. Toxicol. 2016, 90, 1–37. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

5. Frazer, D.M.; Anderson, G.J. The regulation of iron transport. Biofactors 2014, 40, 206–214. [CrossRef]
6. Siddique, A.; Kowdley, K.V. Review article: The iron overload syndromes. Aliment. Pharm. 2012, 35, 876–893.

[CrossRef]
7. Adams, P.C.; Barton, J.C. Haemochromatosis. Lancet 2007, 370, 1855–1860. [CrossRef]
8. Pietrangelo, A. Hereditary hemochromatosis: Pathogenesis, diagnosis, and treatment. Gastroenterology 2010,

139, 393–408. [CrossRef]
9. Brissot, P.; Pietrangelo, A.; Adams, P.C.; de Graaff, B.; McLaren, C.E.; Loreal, O. Haemochromatosis. Nat. Rev.

Dis. Primers 2018, 4, 18016. [CrossRef]
10. Ozment, C.P.; Turi, J.L. Iron overload following red blood cell transfusion and its impact on disease severity.

Biochim. Biophys. Acta 2009, 1790, 694–701. [CrossRef]
11. Yang, W.S.; Stockwell, B.R. Ferroptosis: Death by Lipid Peroxidation. Trends Cell Biol. 2016, 26, 165–176.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]
12. Zhang, C.; Zhang, F. Iron homeostasis and tumorigenesis: Molecular mechanisms and therapeutic

opportunities. Protein Cell 2015, 6, 88–100. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
13. Levine, B.; Kroemer, G. Autophagy in the pathogenesis of disease. Cell 2008, 132, 27–42. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
14. Mizushima, N.; Levine, B.; Cuervo, A.M.; Klionsky, D.J. Autophagy fights disease through cellular

self-digestion. Nature 2008, 451, 1069–1075. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
15. Biewenga, G.P.; Haenen, G.R.; Bast, A. The pharmacology of the antioxidant lipoic acid. Gen. Pharm. 1997,

29, 315–331. [CrossRef]
16. Gomes, M.B.; Negrato, C.A. Alpha-lipoic acid as a pleiotropic compound with potential therapeutic use in

diabetes and other chronic diseases. Diabetol. Metab. Syndr. 2014, 6, 80. [CrossRef]
17. Fibach, E.; Rachmilewitz, E.A. Iron overload in hematological disorders. Presse Med. 2017, 46 Pt 2, e296–e305.

[CrossRef]
18. Rostoker, G.; Vaziri, N.D. Iatrogenic iron overload and its potential consequences in patients on hemodialysis.

Presse Med. 2017, 46 Pt 2, e312–e328. [CrossRef]
19. Kawabata, H. The mechanisms of systemic iron homeostasis and etiology, diagnosis, and treatment of

hereditary hemochromatosis. Int. J. Hematol. 2018, 107, 31–43. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.3945/ajcn.117.155804
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2016.12.034
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28129536
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bbamcr.2016.12.002
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27939167
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00204-015-1579-5
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26343967
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/biof.1148
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2036.2012.05051.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(07)61782-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1053/j.gastro.2010.06.013
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nrdp.2018.16
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bbagen.2008.09.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tcb.2015.10.014
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26653790
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13238-014-0119-z
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25476483
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2007.12.018
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18191218
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature06639
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18305538
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0306-3623(96)00474-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1758-5996-6-80
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.lpm.2017.10.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.lpm.2017.10.014
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12185-017-2365-3


Int. J. Mol. Sci. 2019, 20, 609 13 of 13

20. Olivieri, N.F.; Nathan, D.G.; MacMillan, J.H.; Wayne, A.S.; Liu, P.P.; McGee, A.; Martin, M.; Koren, G.;
Cohen, A.R. Survival in medically treated patients with homozygous beta-thalassemia. N. Engl. J. Med. 1994,
331, 574–578. [CrossRef]

21. Olivieri, N.F.; Brittenham, G.M. Iron-chelating therapy and the treatment of thalassemia. Blood 1997, 89,
739–761. [PubMed]

22. Phatak, P.; Brissot, P.; Wurster, M.; Adams, P.C.; Bonkovsky, H.L.; Gross, J.; Malfertheiner, P.; McLaren, G.D.;
Niederau, C.; Piperno, A.; et al. A phase 1/2, dose-escalation trial of deferasirox for the treatment of iron
overload in HFE-related hereditary hemochromatosis. Hepatology 2010, 52, 1671–1779. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

23. Rotig, A.; de Lonlay, P.; Chretien, D.; Foury, F.; Koenig, M.; Sidi, D.; Munnich, A.; Rustin, P. Aconitase and
mitochondrial iron-sulphur protein deficiency in Friedreich ataxia. Nat. Genet. 1997, 17, 215–217. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]

24. Pandolfo, M. Iron and Friedreich ataxia. In Parkinson’s Disease and Related Disorders; Springer: Vienna, Austria,
2006; Volume 70, pp. 143–146.

25. Gurer, H.; Ozgunes, H.; Oztezcan, S.; Ercal, N. Antioxidant role of alpha-lipoic acid in lead toxicity. Free
Radic. Biol. Med. 1999, 27, 75–81. [CrossRef]

26. Ou, P.; Tritschler, H.J.; Wolff, S.P. Thioctic (lipoic) acid: A therapeutic metal-chelating antioxidant? Biochem.
Pharm. 1995, 50, 123–126. [CrossRef]

27. Persson, H.L.; Richardson, D.R. Iron-binding drugs targeted to lysosomes: A potential strategy to treat
inflammatory lung disorders. Expert Opin. Investig. Drugs 2005, 14, 997–1008. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

28. Bonomi, F.; Pagani, S.; Cariati, F.; Pozzi, A.; Crisponi, G.; Cristiani, F.; Nurchi, V.; Russo, U.; Zanoni, R.
Synthesis and characterization of iron derivatives of dihydrolipoic acid and dihydrolipoamide. Inorg. Chim.
Acta 1992, 195, 109–115. [CrossRef]

29. Bonomi, F.; Cerioli, A.; Pagani, S. Molecular aspects of the removal of ferritin-bound iron by
DL-dihydrolipoate. Biochim. Biophys. Acta 1989, 994, 180–186. [CrossRef]

30. Packer, L.; Witt, E.H.; Tritschler, H.J. Alpha-Lipoic acid as a biological antioxidant. Free Radic. Biol. Med. 1995,
19, 227–250. [CrossRef]

31. Zhao, L.; Wang, C.; Song, D.; Li, Y.; Song, Y.; Su, G.; Dunaief, J.L. Systemic administration of the
antioxidant/iron chelator alpha-lipoic acid protects against light-induced photoreceptor degeneration
in the mouse retina. Investig. Ophthalmol. Vis. Sci. 2014, 55, 5979–5988. [CrossRef]

32. Wang, Y.; Gao, A.; Xu, X.; Dang, B.; You, W.; Li, H.; Yu, Z.; Chen, G. The Neuroprotection of Lysosomotropic
Agents in Experimental Subarachnoid Hemorrhage Probably Involving the Apoptosis Pathway Triggering
by Cathepsins via Chelating Intralysosomal Iron. Mol. Neurobiol. 2015, 52, 64–77. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

33. Ali, Y.F.; Desouky, O.S.; Selim, N.S.; Ereiba, K.M. Assessment of the role of α-lipoic acid against the oxidative
stress of induced iron overload. J. Radiat. Res. Appl. Sci. 2015, 8, 26–35. [CrossRef]

34. Stepien, K.M.; Heaton, R.; Rankin, S.; Murphy, A.; Bentley, J.; Sexton, D.; Hargreaves, I.P. Evidence of
Oxidative Stress and Secondary Mitochondrial Dysfunction in Metabolic and Non-Metabolic Disorders.
J. Clin. Med. 2017, 6, 71. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

35. Macias-Barragan, J.; Huerta-Olvera, S.G.; Hernandez-Canaveral, I.; Pereira-Suarez, A.L.; Montoya-Buelna, M.
Cadmium and alpha-lipoic acid activate similar de novo synthesis and recycling pathways for glutathione
balance. Environ. Toxicol. Pharm. 2017, 52, 38–46. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

36. Rochette, L.; Ghibu, S.; Richard, C.; Zeller, M.; Cottin, Y.; Vergely, C. Direct and indirect antioxidant properties
of α-lipoic acid and therapeutic potential. Mol. Nutr. Food Res. 2013, 57, 114–125. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

© 2019 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1056/NEJM199409013310903
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9028304
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hep.23879
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20814896
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/ng1097-215
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9326946
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0891-5849(99)00036-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0006-2952(95)00116-H
http://dx.doi.org/10.1517/13543784.14.8.997
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16050792
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0020-1693(00)83857-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0167-4838(89)90158-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0891-5849(95)00017-R
http://dx.doi.org/10.1167/iovs.14-15025
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12035-014-8846-y
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25112680
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrras.2014.10.009
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/jcm6070071
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28753922
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.etap.2017.03.007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28366867
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/mnfr.201200608
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23293044
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Results 
	-Lipoic Acid Chelating and Antioxidant Properties In Vitro 
	In Vitro Effect of -Lipoic Acid on Iron Overload-mediated Autophagy 
	In Vivo Effect of -Lipoic Acid, Oxidative Stress, and Organ Injury 

	Discussion 
	Materials and Methods 
	Cell Culture and Materials 
	PerlsSstaining 
	Intracellular ROS Measurement 
	Intracellular GSH Measurement 
	Immunofluorescence 
	Cytofluorimetric Analysis of Autophagy 
	Mitochondrial Membrane Potential 
	Western Blot Analysis 
	Animals 
	RNA Extraction and qPCR 
	Morphological Analysis 
	Iron Level Determination 
	Statistical Analysis 

	Conclusions 
	References

